
76 People, Birds, and Bats

 One of the 35 animal phyla—phylum Chordata—includes all 
species with backbones. Most of the chordates have a jointed 

backbone and are classified in the sub-phylum Vertebrata, or vertebrates. 
Although only about 50,000 vertebrate species have been identified 
(compared to about 1 million invertebrate species), the most familiar 
animals are vertebrates, such as humans, elephants, eagles, and frogs. 
How are vertebrates classified into smaller groups?

What kinds of evidence can you use to classify vertebrates?
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Procedure
	1.	 Carefully read the Classification Chart on the last two pages of this 

activity to compare characteristics of the five classes of vertebrates. 
“Cold-blooded” animals are animals that adjust their body temperature 
by moving to warmer or cooler locations. Their temperatures sometimes 
vary with the environment’s temperature, but they aren’t always cold. 
“Warm-blooded” animals regulate their body temperature to a fairly 
constant level by generating heat within their bodies, but they aren’t 
always warm. Because of this, scientists now use different terms to 
describe these animals.

	2.	 Pretend you work at a zoo. Some people have discovered some strange 
vertebrates and ask you for help in identifying them. They have sent 
you letters containing pictures and descriptions of these creatures. You 
can find the letters on the following pages.

		  For each mystery vertebrate:

a. 	Read the letter and look at the picture.

b. 	Discuss with your group members which vertebrate class might 
include this species.

c. 	 In your science notebook, record which class you believe it belongs 
to and your reasons. You do not need to agree with your group 
members.

Analysis
1.	 What characteristics do you think best distinguish each vertebrate 

class?

2.	 Why do some vertebrates appear to fit into two or more different 
classes?

Extension 
Find out how technological advances are being used to study the various 
classes of animals on the Issues and Life Science page of the SEPUP website. 
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From: Ruby Riter

Subject: strange animal

I’m a travel writer with the Leisure Time Gazette. I was on assignment in Malaysia and saw these strange animals on the mud near mangrove swamps.  I want to write about them for next week’s travel  section, but I need more information. I saw some of these animals swimming underwater, but I didn’t see any of them come up for air. However, they seemed to do okay on land too. When I checked them out through a telephoto lens, I noticed that they had some kind of fin going down their back as well as scales on their bodies. Can you get back to me ASAP? My deadline is in three days. Thanks a lot.
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